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VERA

E.

MILZ

Bookpourri: Reviews of Books
for Children
Vera Milz is a second-grade teacher at Conant
Elementary School in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. She
is a past president of the Oakland County Reading
Council.
inter has arrived along with snow and lots of chilling temperatures. Its a great time to grab a
good book and cuddle up by a warm fire. As I began to think about books for this column, my
entative program for the MRA Conference 2000 arrived. The first thing I noticed was the wonderful children s authors and illustrators who will be appearing between March 25 and 28, and I began to
search to see just how many of their books I could locate. Its been a fun-filled winter activity for someone
who loves the warm indoors, rather than winter sports. I wish I could say that I found at least one from
each of the speakers, but I couldn't. However, I intend to be at the conference, and I hope to find the
missing books and meet as many of the speakers as I can. If you can help me with information or review
copies for future issues, please write to me at 1750 Woodgate Dr., Troy, MI 48083.
As I read the books of the talented authors and illustrators that will be appearing, excitement is growing at the thought of meeting them. I fondly remember the first time I heard an author speak. I was
fortunate enough to hear Tamie de Paolo, and as I listened, his books took on
new meanings for me. I was able to take his message back to my students, and
even today as I share his words, he holds a special place in my heart and that
of each child whom I have had in my classroom since then. Again and again,
the magic has happened when I have met new authors or illustrators. It is my
wish that this magic happen for you at this years conference, just as I know it
will for me. I have already marked off many sessions that I hope to attend.
One person I hope to meet is *Devon Scillian, the WDIV broadcaster. I have a
manuscript for a book that he has written that will be published in the spring
by Sleeping Bear Press. It is a story poem about Fibblestax, a man who gives
names to things in the world. Right now it is being illustrated, and I hope to
see more of his new book or even a completed copy. After visiting Somerset
Mall at holiday time, I want to meet* Matthew Faulkner (fhe Giving Season,
The Somerset Collection, 1996) whose book inspired the most incredible fullsize marionettes and decorations that I have ever seen. I want to learn what
he is working on at this moment. I hope the books that I have reviewed will whet your appetite for meeting
their creators, and if you are unable to be at the conference, that you will find books that will be of
interest to you and your students. Maybe some day you will be able to meet these creative people in
person, just as I have.

W

*An asterisk indicates a speaker at this year's conference. Also, check past issues of
the MRA Journal for reviews of books by *Brenda Shannon Yee, *David Small and
*Sarah Stewart, *Nancy Shaw, *Kevin Kammeraad, and *Shirley Neitzel.
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FOR THE PICTURE BOOK CONNOISSEUR
*Anderson, William. Laura s Album: A Remembrance Scrapbook of Laura Ingalls Wilder.
(HarperCollins, 1998, $21.95, ISBN 0-06-027842-0).
During her lifetime, Laura Ingalls Wilder saved mementos. These early
writings, notes, photographs, drawings, and memorabilia today are preserved in private and public collections across the country. Historian
William Anderson has gathered a fascinating volume that readers can
use to find the actual items written about in the Little House series. A
chronology of Laura's life and those she loved is found in the back.
*Anderson, William. Pioneer Girl: The Story ofLaura Ingalls Wilder.
Illustrations by Dan Andreasen. (HarperCollins, 1998, $15.95, ISBN 006-027243-0).
This biography for children fills in many of the gaps in the Little House
series, and answers many of the questions that young readers have about
Laura. It dramatically illustrates the remarkable changes in daily life that
occurred during her lifetime, such as the covered wagon trips of her childhood to the car trips in later life, as well as of her life after her final book
was written.

Appleford, Annie. M is for Mitten: A Michigan Alphabet. Poems by *Kathy-jo Wargin.
Illustrations by *Michael G. Monroe. (Sleeping Bear Press, 1999, $15.95, ISBN 1-886947-732).
This alphabetical journey takes you to many places in Michigan where you can learn about
the state's history, geography, famous people and animals, products, fascinating events, and
accomplishments. The colorful illustrations will make you want to embark on a personal journey around our wonderful state.
*Brennan-Nelson, Denise. Buzzy the Bumblebee. Illustrations by
*Michael Glenn Monroe. (Sleeping Bear Press, 1999, $15.00, ISBN 188694782-1).
This story poem really makes the point that you can do anything if you
believe that you can. When Buzzy reads a book that suggests that bumblebees should not be able to fly because their wing span is too small for
their body weight, he begins to doubt his own ability to do so. His parents help him to realize that sometimes you need to ignore labels and
limitations to see what you can accomplish, and once again, Buzzy is
able to fly.
Chang, Margaret and Raymond. Da Weis Treasure: A Chinese Tale. Illustrations by *Lori
McElrath-Eslick. (McElderry/Simon & Schuster, 1999, $15.99, ISBN 0-689-81835-1).
This retelling of a Chinese folktale is adapted from a story that Raymond Chang's mother
told her family in Shanghai. The authors searched carefully but were unable to find a printed
source for the complete tale, and they believe that the tale is a combination of tales dating back
as far as the seventeenth century, as well as invented additions by the storyteller. In the story,
a poor peasant boy inherits a large rock from his father along with the message that the rock
would one day show the way to a treasure deep beneath the sea. The boy listens and follows. his
father's directions and is rewarded by treasures beyond his greatest hopes. The lovely illustrations will carry the reader back to ancient China.
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*Carlson, Nancy. Look Out Kindergarten, Here I Come! (Viking, 1999,
$15 .99, ISBN 0-670-883 78-6).
Henry is full of excitement at the thought of beginning kindergarten.
However, on the first day, when he is actually there, school looks awfully
scary, and Henry isn't sure that he really wants to stay. With the help of
an understanding teacher and a supportive mother, he finds the familiar
things he saw at Kindergarten Roundup and decides to stay for a while.
This is a great book to help children get ready to take on kindergarten
with confidence and excitement.

Cuomo, Mario. The Blue Spruce. (Sleeping Bear Press, 1999,
$17.95, ISBN 1-886947-76-7). Illustrations by *Gijsbert van
Frankenhuyzen.
This autobiographical story tells of the dream that Mario
Cuomo's father had of owning a house with a yard and a tree
to call his own. He is able to accomplish that dream and move
his family to the country where their new home has a magnificent Blue Spruce in the front yard. Then, one evening, a storm
uproots the tree. Father and son fight to save it, and despite
terrible odds, they accomplish the task. The colorful illustrations capture the message and love shared between the two
generations.

*Dotlich, Rebecca Kai. What is Square? What is Round? Photographs by Maria Ferrari.
(HarperCollins, 1999, $9.95 each, ISBN 0-694-01207-6 and ISBN 0-694-01208-4).
These two books are designed for children 2 and up to explore shapes in their world. Both
are written in rhyme with sturdy pages for young hands to touch and explore as they identify
what's square and what's round in a variety of familiar objects.
*Kimmel, Eric A. The Birds Gift: A Ukrainian Easter Story. Illustrations by Katya Krenina.
(Holiday House, 1999, $16.95, ISBN 0-8234-1384-5).
This book is a retelling of the folktale explaining the origin of pysanky, the unique eggs
created by the Ukrainian people. When winter comes too early one year, Katrusya and the
people of her village rescue hundreds of little golden birds. The birds fill cottages, barns, and
even the local church for the winter, and everyone comes to love them. However, the birds
begin behaving strangely toward the end of winter and show that they want their freedom.
They are turned loose, and that Easter the villagers find that they have left a special treasure.
Beautifully decorated eggs are found in the grass all over the village - a special thank you for
the kindness of the village.
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WEDDING BELLS FOR

Re'l'TEN RALPH

*Gantos, Jack. Wedding Bells for Rotten Ralph. Illustrations by Nicole Rubel. (HarperCollins, 1999, $14.95, ISBN
0-06-027533-2).
Ralph lives up to his name in his latest adventure. Aunt
Martha is getting married, and Sarah is the flower girl. From
wrecking the wedding present to replacing the rose petals
with slugs, snails and toads, Ralph creates his unique brand
of chaos for the entire day. It's a good thing Sarah loves
him, and Ralph can find some redeeming act to save the
day.

THE ROOSTER'S
11NTLERS
*Kimmel, Eric A. The Roosters Antlers: A Story of the Chinese Zodiac. Illustrations by YongSheng Xuan. (Holiday House, 1999, $16.95,
ISBN 0-8234-1385-3).
Long ago, the Jade Emperor decided to measure time. He would name
each of the twelve years after an animal. However, the each chosen animal had to be unique - the wisest, the bravest, or the most beautiful. In
this story, Centipede tricks Rooster into giving his beautiful antlers to
Dragon, and Dragon is chosen before him. Rooster decides he wants his
antlers back, but Dragon refuses. To this day, Rooster hates Centipede
and crows to Dragon, who floats high above the clouds, for the antlers'
return.

A Sto1y of the Chi11ese Zodiac
retold hv Lrn.: ..\ K1111111c..-l

,llu,;,1r,w:d hv YongShc:ng Xu.111

McGill, Alice. Molly Bannaky. Illustrations by *Chris K Soentpiet. (Houghton Mifflin, 1999,
$16.00, ISBN 0-395-72287-X).
This book is the true story of an English dairymaid who is banished to America as an indentured servant. After seven long years, she is given her freedom and stakes a claim in the
wilderness. She buys a slave to help her with the idea of giving him his freedom after he helps
her to work her land, but she ends up loving him and marrying him. Their grandson is Benjamin Bannaker, a noted scientist and mathematician of the nineteenth century, who was the
first black man to publish an almanac.

*McDermott, Gerald. Musicians of the Sun. (Simon & Schuster, 1997, $17.00, ISBN 0689-80706-6).
In this retelling of an Aztec myth, the Lord of the Night sends Wind to free four musicians
that the Sun is holding prisoner, rendering the world gray and silent. The Lord gives Wind a
turquoise shield, a black thundercloud, and shining silver lighting to protect him in his quest.
When he succeeds, the world is filled with color, laughter, and song. Even Sun is happy with
the results.

VOLUME

32, No. 2 •

WINTER

2000

47

800KPOURRI

*Medearis, Angela Shelf. Tailypo: A Newfangled Tall Tale. Illustrations by Sterling Brown.
(Holiday House, 1996, $15.95, ISBN 0-8234-1249-0).
In this tall tale, Kennie, and his dog Fang, drive a monster out of their house. However,
something is left behind - the creature's tail. Kennie takes the tail to town and sells it for
groceries to feed the family. Then the monster returns, whispering and wanting his tail back.
At first, Kennie is terrified, but then he gets up his courage and shouts so loudly that he frightens the monster away for good.

*Murphy, Stuart J. Spunky Monkeys on Parade. Illustrations by
• Lynne Cravath. (HarperCollins, 1999, $15.95, ISBN 0-06-028014X).
It's the Monkey Day Parade, and children can learn to count by
2s, 3s, and 4s as they enjoy the colorful illustrations and rhyming
text. This book is another of the many books with two purposes enjoyment and learning math - written by this author.

*Most, Bernard. Z-Zz-Zoink. (Harcourt Brace, 1999, $13.00, ISBN 0-15-292845-6).
The pig in this story snores so loudly that he wakes up everyone. Each animal banishes him
from its part of the barnyard, so he tries the farmhouse. However, the little boy and his parents
also shoo him away. The little pig is very lonely with no one to sleep with until he comes up
with the perfect solution. You'll have to read the book to find out whom.

*Polacco, Patricia. Luba and the Wren. (Philomel, 1999,
$16.99, ISBN 0-399-23168-4).
Luba is a contented child who lives in the Russian countryside with her parents, until one day she helps a frightened wren.
The wren tells her that in return, she can have any wish. When
she tells her parents, they demand she ask for a rich estate,
then to be lords, then rulers of the world, and finally, to be as
gods. Just as in the tale, The Fisherman and His Wife, everything comes to an unexpected end. In this retelling, it happens
to be quite a satisfying one.

PATRICIA
POLACCO

*Murphy, Stuart J. Room for Ripley. Illustrations by Sylvie Wickstrom. (HarperCollins,
1999, $15.95, ISBN 0-06-027620-7).
Carlos is getting a fish of his own. As he gets the bowl ready, he has to make sure there is
enough water. He pours cups, pints, and quarts of water into the fish bowl, until he finally has
a full gallon for the fish to live in. When he brings the fish home, his sister has a surprise for
him and the new fish - a friend they name Wiggles. Children can learn math in the context of
an interesting story. What fun!
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*Stevens, Janet and Susan Stevens Crummel. Cook-ADoodle-Doo. Illustrations by Janet Stevens. (Harcourt Brace,
1999, $17.00, ISBN 0-15-201924-3).
Rooster and his friends - Turtle, Iguana, and Potbellied Pig
- set out to make the best strawberry shortcake in the world.
However, his helpers don't know how to cook-you can't measure flour with a ruler- and Rooster has to teach them. Another
problem is that Pig can't wait to taste it, and when it falls to
the floor, he gobbles it all up, and everyone has to start over to
make another one. Together, they accomplish their goal as well
as giving readers a lot of laughs. After reading about such a
yummy treat, it's great to find the recipe in the back.

,

•
Janet Stevens A ·o Susan Stevens Cnummel

*Stevens, Janet and Susan Stevens Crummel. My Big Dog. Illustrations by Janet Stevens.
(Golden Books, 1999, $9.95, ISBN 0-307-10220-3).
Merl the cat rules his home. Everything is his: his dish, sofa, chair, mouse, and bed. Then a
puppy comes to live at his house, and it wants to be friends. Merl tries to get the puppy to
leave, but no luck. It just grows bigger. Finally, Merl decides to leave, but he can't find a
suitable place to live. Fortunately, the now-big dog finds him and brings him home. Maybe the
two will become friends. It looks like a definite possibility.

*Wargin, Kathy-jo. The Legend of Sleeping Bear. Illustrations by *Gijsbert van
Frankenhuyzen. (Sleeping Bear Press, 1998, $16.95, ISBN 1-886947-35-X).
The Ojibwe legend of the mother bear and her cubs who try to escape a forest fire in Wisconsin is the theme of this story that explains how the Manitou Islands and Sleeping Bear
Dunes came to be. This sad, but heartwarming, tale of dedication and loyalty has been designated the State Book of Michigan.

POETRY TIME
*Dotlich, Rebecca Kai. Lemonade Sun and Other Summer Poems. Illustrations by Jan Spivey Gilchrist. (Wordsong/Boyds Mills
Press, 1998, $15.95, ISBN 1-56397-660-9).
Summer sights, sounds and pleasures are the theme of this collection of poems. Fond memories of past summers will come to
mind as you enjoy poems, such as "Lemonade," "Marbles,"
"Jacks," or "Jump Rope Rhyme." On a cold winter's day, they
will bring hope for the warm days to come.
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*Harrison, David. Wild Country: Outdoor Poems for Young People. (Wordsong/Boyds Mills
Press, 1999, $14.95, ISBN 1-56397-784-2).
The grandeur and beauty of mountains, high country, forests, and the sea are celebrated in
this collection of poems focusing on the natural world. Pictures form in your mind as you join
the author while he views a "Mountain Flower," "Eaglet," "Starfish," "Sea Otter," and the
many aspects of the outdoor world.

*Steptoe, Javaka, Collector. In Daddy sArms I Am Tall:
African Americans Celebrating Fathers. Illustrations by
*Javaka Steptoe. (Lee & Low, 1997, $15 .95, ISBN 1880000-31-8).
Fatherhood is celebrated in this collection of poetry. It
is brought to life with a variety of materials and techniques,
such as torn paper, cut paper with pastels, applique, collages of found objects, and paintings.

FOR OLDER READERS
*Cheripko, Jan. Imitate the Tiger. (Boyds Mills Press, 1996, $8.95, ISBN 1-56397-705-2).
Chris Serbo is a football player who also loves to drink. He hasn't had the greatest life, as
his morn died when he was young, his father is away in the Army, his widowed aunt is raising
him, his girlfriend has left him, and he's failing in school. As the story begins, he is in a rehab
school where he is asked to write down everything that led up to where he now is. This is a
powerful book about an issue facing young adults though the story of an at-risk teenager who
is forced to face the person he has become.
*Danziger, Paula and Ann M. Martin. Snail Mail No More. (Scholastic, 2000, $16.95, ISBN
0-439-06335-3).
The much-anticipated sequel to P.S. Longer Letter Later will arrive at bookstores in March
2000. Tara Starr and Elizabeth are best friends who were separated when Tara moved to Ohio.
In the first book, they communicate by letters, but now they have entered the computer age
with email. Life isn't always easy for the girls. Tara is dealing with the arrival of a new baby
after twelve years of"only childhood." Elizabeth has an alcoholic father who has
left the family and helps to care for her little sister after school while her morn
works. Danziger writes in Tara's voice, while Martin brings Elizabeth to life.
The books were created letter-by-letter and email-to-email, with neither author
knowing exactly what would come next.
*Danziger, Paula. Forever Amber Brown. Illustrations by Tony Ross. (Putnam,
1996, $13.95, ISBN 0-399-22932-9).
This series of books with a young heroine who is dealing with her parents'
divorce, having her father move to Paris, and then having her best friend move
away, now focuses on her mother's boyfriend and a possible new marriage for
her to deal with. Middle elementary students will enjoy this spunky character,
who deals with life and doesn't let it get her down.
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*Fletcher, Ralph. Live Writing: Breathing Life Into Your Words. (Avon Books, 1999, $4.99,
ISBN 0-380-79701-1).
Practical strategies, ideas, and tips abound in this toolbox for student writers. The book is
based on the idea that all specialists need a toolbox. A writer's toolbox contains words, imagination, ideas for making writing come alive, and encouragement to write something every day.
The reader is led though the many elements (lead, voice, character, conflict, ending) that make
up a piece of writing and then looks at a whole piece of writing to see how these elements
come together.
*Gantos, Jack. Jack on the Tracks: Four Seasons of Fifth Grade. (Farrar Straus Giroux,
1999, $16.00, ISBN 0-374-33665-2).
Jack Henry's back! In this latest installment telling of Jack's adventures in journal form, he
feeds his sister a cockroach and is locked out of the house wearing nothing but his best friend's
mother's underwear. Gantos claims he has mined his own early years for stories to embellish
for this series. It makes you wonder what he was like as a child, but his successful writing
career gives hope that all of our students will eventually succeed, just as he certainly has.

*Kimmel, Eric A. Sword of the Samurai: Adventure Stories from Japan.
(Browndeer/Harcourt Brace, 1999, $15.00, ISBN 0-15-201985-5).
Most people are familiar with the stories about the knights of Europe's Middle
Ages. The samurai were the knights of old Japan. They, too, wore elaborate armor and carried swords and lived a life of high values and personal conduct.
Their values are still revered in modern Japan, and their conduct is the basis for
modern martial arts. This collection ranges from funny to profound, and even
includes the story of a brave girl who goes against tradition and becomes famous
for her courage in battle. It is an enlightening view of a fascinating way of life
from another time and place.

*Spinelli, Jerry. Wringer. (HarperCollins, 1997, $14.95, ISBN 0-06-024913-7).
When children in this fictional town turn 10, they become "wringers." This means they must
wring the necks of pigeons brought down at the annual Pigeon Day event or somehow find the
courage to oppose it. The conflict within onw young boy's heart and soul is graphically shown
in this poignant novel. It will certainly stimulate a lot of discussion among readers.
*Whelan, Gloria. Homeless Bird. (HarperCollins, 2000, $14.95, ISBN 0-06-028454-4).
Thirteen-year-old Koly is getting married, just as many young girls her age in India do.
However, everything goes wrong. The husband chosen for her is younger than her parents
were led to believe, and he is very sick. Koly's fate is sealed. She must go through with the
marriage, but suddenly, she is a young widow in the home of virtual strangers. It seems as if
she has no future, but she has two resources, she can embroider and she learns to read. From
these two strengths, she is able to forge a new beginning and create a new life for herself. This
is an inspirational story for readers to consider and enjoy.
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